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An analysis of avian stomach contents from 
southern Africa 


by W. R. J. Dean 


Received 27 October 1977 
The standard reference books on African birds give generalised statements 
about the diet of most birds, but for few of them are the arthropod orders 
and families eaten identified. 
From June 1972 to July 1973 a number of birds were collected in South 
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Species 


Vanellus 
coronatus 


Cursorius 
rufus 


Cursorius 
rufus 


Rhinoptilus 
africanus 


Otus scops 


Glaucidium 
perlatum 
Tockus 
erythrorbynchus 
Tockus 
erythrorhynchus 
ockus 
alboterminatus 


Tockus 
monteiri 


Indicator minor 
Two stomachs 


Mirafra 
sabota 
Mirafra 
apiata 


Chersomanes 
albofasciata 


Calandrella 
cinerea 
Parus afer 


Locality, Date 


Kimberley, SA 
4.Vil.73 


Kimberley, SA 
3.Vil.73 


Kimberley, SA 
5.Vi1.73 


Kimberley, SA 
2.Vi1.73 


Erongo Mts., SWA 
26.1V.73 


Erongo Mts., SWA 
28.iv.73 

Humani Ranch, R 
27.x11.72 

Humani Ranch, R 
27.11.72 

Humani Ranch, R 
19.xii.72 


Gamsberg, SWA 
19.iV.73 


Erongo Mts., SWA 
26.1V.73 


Kimberley, SA 
28.11.73 

Kimberley, SA 
4.Vil.73 

Kimberley, SA 
2.vii.73 


Kimberley, SA 


2.vii.73 
Kimberley, SA 
16.vii.73 


TI 


TABLE ı 


Order 


Isoptera 
Coleoptera 
Coleoptera 


Hymenoptera 
Isoptera 
Coleoptera 


Hymenoptera 
Diptera 
Isoptera 
Coleoptera 


Isoptera 
Coleoptera 
Hymenoptera 
Scorpionidea 
Orthoptera 
Coleoptera 
Lepidoptera 
Coleoptera 
Solfugidea 


Hymenoptera 


Orthoptera 
Hemiptera 
Coleoptera 
Orthoptera 
Lepidoptera 
Coleoptera 


Araneida 
Isoptera 
Coleoptera 
Hymenoptera 
Coleoptera 


Isoptera 
Hymenoptera 


Isoptera 

Coleoptera 
Coleoptera 
Coleoptera 


Isoptera 
Hymenoptera 
Lepidoptera 
Coleoptera 
Hymenoptera 


Family 


Hodotermitidae 
Curculionidae 
Tenebrionidae 


Formicidae 
Hodotermitidae 
Curculionidae 
Formicidae 


Hodotermitidae 
Tenebrionidae 


Hodotermitidae 
Formicidae 


Gryllidae 


Formicidae 


Acrididae 
Coreidae 
Cerambycidae 
Acrididae 


Hodotermitidae 


Formicidae 


Hodotermitidae 
Formicidae 


Hodotermitidae 
Carabidae 
Chrysomelidae 


Curculionidae 


Hodotermitidae 
Formicidae 
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West Africa, South Africa and Rhodesia as part of a research project on the 
blood and eye-lens proteins of birds. Stomach contents from some of these 
specimens, and from road casualties, were preserved, and have now been 
analysed. Most specimens were dissected shortly after collection and the 
contents of the gizzard and crop were preserved in 70% ethanol. However, 
in a number of cases, the time lag between collection and dissection was 
sufficient for friable and small food items to digest or become anonymous. 

The stomach contents of each specimen are given in Table 1. None of 
the identifications was unexpected or unusual, but as noted earlier, there 
are few comparative data. 
Avian nomenclature follows McLachlan & Liversidge (1970) and insect 
‘taxonomy follows Smart (1962). 


Analysis of stomach contents of birds collected in South West Africa (SWA), South Africa (SA) and Rhodesia (R), 
June 1972 to July 1973. Numbers indicate the number of individuals or species recognised. The stomach contents from 
two individuals of the same species collected at the same locality within 30 minutes of each other have been pooled. 
L=larva(e), W= worker, A=adult. 


Species C» Number 


Hodotermes mossambicus TW 
3 


I 

Fragments of 4 Coleoptera 
SER: Moe 

Fragments of 3 individuals 

H., mossambicus 20W 


I 
Coleoptera fragments-+2L 
27+ 


H. mossambicus 17W 


I 
Coleoptera fragments 
H. mossambicus 20W 
Fragments 
Fragments 
I 
Fragments 
Fragments of 3 spp. 
TA, 3L 
Fragments 
I 
seeds 
numbers 


Amm 


IL 
Fragments of 12 
Large seeds 

I 
H. mossambicus W 
Fragments 

5 

I 

seeds 
H, mossambicus 10W 
head capsules 
seeds 
H. mossambicus 1oW 

I 

IL 

2 
seeds 
H. mossambicus oW 
Fragments 


Fragments 
Fragments 
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TABLE 1 Continued 
Species Locality, Date Order Family Species C» Number 
Cossy pha Kimberley, SA Coleoptera Fragments 
caffra 13.Vil.73 Hymenoptera Formicidae 3+ 
Erythropygia Kimberley, SA Hemiptera Pentatomidae 104 
paena 17.Vii.73 Hemiptera Lygaeidae 2 
Lepidoptera IL 
Coleoptera Curculionidae I 
Coleoptera Ptilidae I 
Hymenoptera Formicidae 3 
seeds 
Farisoma Kimberley, SA Araneida I 
subcaeruleum 1.11.73 Lepidoptera 5L, 2 spp 
Hymenoptera Formicidae 4 
Eremomela Kimberley, SA Hemiptera suborder Homoptera I 
icteropy gialis 17.Vii.73 Lepidoptera IL 
Coleoptera Fragments 
Malcorus pectoralis Kimberley, SA Hemiptera Fragments 
Two stomachs 6.vi.72 Coleoptera Curculionidae Fragments 
Malcorus pectoralis Kimberley, SA Isoptera Hodotermitidae H. mossambicus 3 W 
Two stomachs 18.vii.73 Hemiptera Pentatomidae 3 
Coleoptera Curculionidae 2, 2 Spp. 
Coleoptera Fragments 
Hymenoptera Formicidae 3 
Malcorus Kimberley, SA Isoptera Hodotermitidae H. mossambicus 6W 
pectoralis 19.vii.73 Lepidoptera 2L 
Coleoptera Fragments 
Cisticola Kimberley, SA Araneida 2 
aridula 19.vii.73 Orthoptera Fragments 
Hemiptera suborder Homoptera 
Jassidae 3 
Hemiptera suborder Homoptera 3 
Hemiptera suborder Heteroptera 2 
Diptera suborder Nematocera I 
Prinia Kimberley, SA Araneida I 
flavicans 6.vi.72 Hemiptera suborder Heteroptera 12 
Hemiptera Pentatomidae 12 
Lepidoptera 4L 
Coleoptera Fragments 
Hymenoptera superfamily Chalcidoidea I 
2 
Prinia Kimberley, SA Hemiptera Lygaeidae Fragments 
flavican 17.Vii.73 Coleoptera Coccinellidae I 
Coleoptera Fragments 
Hymenoptera Formicidae Fragments 
Pseudoscotpionidea I 
Stenostira Kimberley, SA Hemiptera I 
scita 21.vii.73 Coleoptera I 
Hymenoptera Chalcidoidae I 
Hymenoptera Fragments 
Diptera 10+ 
Bradornis infuscatus Kimberley, SA Isoptera Hodotermitidae H mossambicus 26W 
Two stomachs 18.vii.73 Hemiptera Fragments 
Coleoptera Fragments 
Hymenoptera Formicidae Messor spp.+1 other genus 
Anthus Kimberley, SA Orthoptera Acrididae I 
novaeseelandiae 11.vii.73 Hemiptera Coreidae Ta 
Two stomachs Hemiptera Pentatomidae 17 
Lepidoptera 1A 
Coleoptera Chrysomelidae I 
Coleoptera Fragments of 6+ spp. 
Hymenoptera Fragments 
Anthus Kimberley, SA Tsoptera . Hodotermitidae H. mossambicus 16W 
vaalensis 26.11.73 Coleoptera Fragments 
Hymenoptera Formicidae 3+ 
. Myriapoda Fragments 
Lanius collaris _ Kimberley, SA Coleoptera Fragments 
20.vii.73 
Eurocephalus Erongo Mts., SWA Isoptera Hodotermitidae H. mossambicustgW +1 soldier 
anguitimens 25.Vi.73 Coleoptera Scarabeidae 2 
Coleoptera Fragments 
Hymenoptera Formicidae 3 
Hymenoptera Vespidae I 


Acknowledgements: The identification of the arthropod food items was made by John 
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Remarks on the generic allocation of 
Pseudochelidon sirintarae 
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In 1968 Kitti Thonglongya described a new swallow, Pseudochelidon sirintarae, 
from Thailand (Thonglongya 1968). Its relationship with Pseudochelidon 
eurystomina of Africa was suggested to him by similarities of plumage, bill, 
and feet, and by comments of Peter Ames on its syringeal structure. The 
syringeal structure of the 2 species of Pseudochelidon differed enough from 
that of the Hirundininae to suggest at least subfamily distinction from the 
true swallows (Mayr & Amadon 1951, Ames, ¿n Thonglongya 1968). Apart 
from the peculiarities that link the 2 species in a subfamily of their own, 
Thonglongya (1968: 7) commented that “the differences in size and shape 
of bill, the ridge between the nasal apertures, the size and strength of the 
feet, and the tail racquets, coupled with the geographic separation, might 
suffice to separate the 2 species into different genera”. He nevertheless 
placed sirintarae in Pseudochelidon after interpreting the evidence in line with 
current taxonomic trends. 

Recently, Brooke (1972) discussed generic limits in Old World Apodidae 
and Hirundinidae. He proposed raising a number of subgenera to genera, 
resurrected several genera (but see Phillips 1973), and named a new genus— 
E:urochelidon—in the Pseudochelidoninae, for sirintarae. 

The basis for Brooke’s new genus was a comparison by him of the skins 
of both eurystomina and sirintarae at the Smithsonian Institution, and measure- 
ments of both species presented by Thonglongya. Brooke made no comment 
on plumage differences, but he stated that “the differences in the shape and 
proportions of the bill and mouth show that they have very different feeding 
ecologies, sirintarae probably being able to take much larger prey and perhaps 
in different microhabitats’” (Brooke 1972: 55). He then justified the new 


genus on differences in morphology, inferred ecology, and zoogeographic 


| 


region. I think the following remarks cast doubt on this decision. 
According to my measurements of a skin and spirit specimen of sirintarae 
and 2 skins and a spirit specimen of eurystomina in the Smithsonian Institu- 
tion’s collections, differences in bill proportion are much less marked than 
indicated by Thonglongya’s data. In eurystomina the commissure is partly 
obscured by feathers whereas in sirintarae it is entirely exposed; apparently 
Thonglongya measured “‘bill from gape” and “width at gape” from the 
point where feathers obscured the commissure in eurystomina rather than 
from the angle of the mouth. His measurements of sirintarae consequently 
indicate a bill “more than half as wide again at gape, (and) half as long 
again” as that of eurystomina (Thonglongya 1968: 4). My measurements of 
the bill of 2 skins of eurystomina, all taken from the angle of the mouth, are 


